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Abstract
Contemporarily, some seidr practices are being rediscovered and adapted by North European Pagans and Neo-Shamans. Seidr is a set of shamanistic practices from pre-Christian Northern Europe, recorded in Icelandic medieval texts, and practiced today by some contemporary Pagans that are part of a Northern European Pagan movement (usually called Heathenry or Asatru); a movement that is distinct from other Pagan communities such as Druidry or Wicca. Old Norse sources show seidr included prophecy and some kinds of interaction between different worlds of the Old Norse cosmology, including communication with ancestors and other spirits; yet despite the similarities in cosmology and practice, different practitioners have different paths and techniques to access the ‘spirits or ancestors worlds’ where oracular answers are given, and experience different imagery of those worlds. Pagans and neo-shamans in Britain and Europe have engaged with seidr practices in the last ten years, but these more recent practices, and the cosmologies of their practitioners, have yet to be addressed by academia. This research aims to expand the understanding of contemporary seidr in Britain, Scandinavia, and the Netherlands, by focussing on the comparison of practices and experiences of different oracular seidr practitioners, assessing what are the main similarities and differences between them, and if they contributed to different personal worldviews or cosmologies. This study contributes to the fields of contemporary Paganism and neo-shamanism studies, through exploring the personal cosmologies of oracular seidr practitioners, and how those cosmologies feed into the overall framework of North European Paganism. It investigates the complex phenomenon involved in the creation of contemporary cosmological models and ideas, and seeks to situate these within the overall framework of the broad polytheistic New Religious Movement usually termed as contemporary Paganism.
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1 - Introduction
Seidr has different meanings to different people, depending on their background, sources, or personal experiences. In the Icelandic medieval sagas it was shown as a practice of foretelling fortunes within a context of a communal ritual, but it was also sorcery used to manipulate minds or raise storms, with each of these involving engaging with spirits operating on an unseen, supernatural plane.
 Contemporarily, some seidr practices are being rediscovered and adapted by North European Pagans and neo-shamans. The present research investigates if the differences in practices and experiences of oracular seidr practitioners lead to the creation of distinct personal cosmologies, even if within a shared framework ‘macro-cosmology’ of Northern European Paganism.
Academic study of the contemporary practice of seidr started with Jenny Blain, and she developed this into the only academic book fully focused on present day seidr.
 The different sagas and Old Norse mythology have informed varied practices of seidr in the UK, North America, and Scandinavia, as described by Blain. The most common, detailed example used by seidr practitioners in the available sources is the saga of ‘Eirik the Red’.
 In this story a seeress, a seidr practitioner, is called to a village in Greenland in a time of famine, she is invited by people ‘who were curious to know their fate or the season’s prospects’.
 Various details of this episode are used in contemporary seidr, in a practice commonly called oracular seidr, or the ‘High Seat’ ritual, as the seeress is described sitting on an elevated seat or platform when prophesying. The seeress in the saga has some interaction with ‘spirits’ to answer questions about the future for the community as a whole, as well as personal matters about individuals. Present day practitioners have different kinds of interaction with the worlds and beings of the Old Norse cosmology, including communication with ancestors and other spirits, to answer questions posed by members of the audience of an oracular seidr session. Oracular seidr practices are also inspired by neo-shamanic practices, consisting of an intersection between reconstructed Northern European pre-Christian religion with ‘shamanisms’ described from indigenous and neo-shaman sources.

Since Blain’s research, other Pagans and neo-shamans in Britain and Europe havestarted engaging with seidr practices, but these more recent practices, and the cosmologies of their practitioners, have yet to be addressed by academia. This research aims to expand the understanding of contemporary seidr in Britain, Scandinavia, and the Netherlands, by focussing on the comparison of practices and experiences of different oracular seidr practitioners, assessing what are the main similarities and differences between them, and if they contributed to different personal worldviews or cosmologies. This study contributes to the fields of contemporary Paganism and neo-shamanism studies, through exploring the personal cosmologies of oracular seidr practitioners, and how those cosmologies feed into the overall framework of North European Paganism. It investigates the complex phenomenon involved in the creation of contemporary cosmological models and ideas, and seeks to situate these within the overall framework of the broad polytheistic New Religious Movement usually termed as contemporary Paganism.
Blain acknowledges that North European Paganism is ‘a term which its practitioners are rather unlikely to use, but which may make some sense to academics’.
 Practitioners call this strand of Paganism, distinct from other Pagan movements such as Druidry or Wicca, Ásatrú (faith in the gods),
 or more commonly in the UK, Heathenry. These are groups or individuals who are drawn to the traditions, literatures, cosmology, culture and history of the Germanic and Scandinavian peoples.
 Heathenry has adherents throughout northern and western Europe, including Scandinavia, Germany, the Netherlands, Britain and Iceland, where it is a State recognised religion. Hutton mentions the connection between ‘heathen’ and ‘heath’, indicating people driven to worship the forbidden old divinities in wastelands and wild places, coming from the link between paganism and rusticity, but that the term was actually used in the early Middle Ages to signify a follower of a non-Christian religion, initially by the Goths, the first Germanic speaking people to undergo a mass conversion to Christianity.
 Only some contemporary Heathens practice seidr, and while many more attend seidr sessions as part of Heathen or Pagan events, some of the sessions are also open to interested people of other paths. 

One other term used here is oracular, as practitioners retrieve answers to the questions posed by members of the audience as if they were an oracle. From the Roman oraculum, the Ancient Greek oracles such as of Delphi led to the modern understanding of the word. Greek oracles would have different methods, but the most spectacular mode, as Burket comments, was that in which ‘the god speaks directly from a medium who enters the state of enthousiasmos’.
 As Burket remarks, these oracles in Ancient Greece seemed to have been ‘less a matter of prediction than of helping to make decisions’.
 This is often the case in contemporary seidr, where the answers retrieved are sometimes as cryptic as a prophecy from an oracle in a modern fantasy story. The answers, however, seem often to make sense for the querent, as Blain also found.
 Even if in the Greenland saga the future is clearly predicted (such as famine and sickness will pass after the winter, or a woman will find a match that won’t last), the modern idea of oracles applies well to these present day practices, and is the term also mentioned by Blain.
 Oracular seidr will be the term used throughout this essay for these practices.

Blain uses the Old Norse letter ‘ð’ when spelling seiðr, but the word has become  more common recently, with practitioners spelling it as ‘seidr’, and this is how it will be employed below. Some practitioners prefer to speak of spae, with a seidworker being a ‘spae-woman’, ‘one who sees what is to come’.
 From Old Norse spá, meaning speaking or foretelling, it is the Old Norse word used in Eirik the Red saga for the Greenland seeress.
 Some practitioners interviewed for this research also prefer the term. Other words used to address the seeress are the Old Norse seidr-related terms volva and seiðkona,
 which when used by practitioners will also be non-italicised. Names of gods are spelt as contemporary Heathens usually spell them, for example Odin instead of the Old Norse Oðinn. Asatru will be employed without accents following the same rule. The word gods will be presented with lower case, instead of Gods, as part of the wider group of otherworldly ‘spirits’.

Cosmology can also have different meanings, from the scientific investigation of the cosmos to a meaning-system related to religion, magic, ritual, and the actions that people take to negotiate destiny and find meaning.
 Campion discusses  cosmology as a conception of the cosmos in which human beings locate themselves, ‘a set of ideas which reinforces, explains, or motivates cultural forms or processes’.
 Andrén comments that used anthropologically, cosmology can be understood as a ‘general concept of differently constructed wordviews’.
 This would include the structure of the universe, borders between supernatural powers and humans, and concepts of fate and death, and this research tries to understand how contemporary seidr practitioners relate to these subjects and construct their worldviews.
This study will be presented with the following outline: a literature review discussing the Pagan, neo-shaman and seidr contexts based on published scholarly material, showing the background from which present seidr practices developed; a methodology section explaining how this research was conducted, including current discussions on methodological approaches to Pagan and neo-shamanic field studies; a findings and discussion chapter, where the research data is addressed and discussed, in order to answer the research question of the relationship between oracular seidr practices and the personal cosmologies of practitioners; and a conclusion, where the main outcomes of this study will be outlined.

2 - Literature review

2.1 - The Pagan / Heathen context

Paganism is to Harvey a polytheistic and/or animist religion based on respectful relationships between humans and all others with whom pagans share life on Earth. 
 York understands Paganism as ‘endorsing the relationship between physical and supernatural realities as well as human (and possibly other forms of) consciousness’. 
Harvey describes a ‘package’ of features that Pagans adhere to: ‘polytheism, seasonal festivals, world and life-affirming spirituality and lifestyle, recovery of ancestral, indigenous pre-Christian traditions, ecology, self-affirmation, pluralism, magic, and so on’.
 Harvey adds that currently it is more accurate to use the plural ‘Paganisms’ both among Pagans and in scholarly debate, to reflect a range of diverse Paganisms, even if there are enough similarities to acknowledge a single broad movement.
 Harvey also notes the current established use of capital ‘Pagans’ when discussing self-identified individuals or contemporary traditions, to distinguish from those who do or did not identify themselves that way, but whose religions practices and worldviews might still be called ‘paganisms’, such as pre-Christian Romans, for example. 

Both plural and capital use point to an ‘increased ease among scholars of Paganisms in differentiating between this movement and other ancient and contemporary religions’.
 Harvey does not use capital letter for shamanism(s) and shamans, preferring to speak sometimes of ‘Pagan shamans'.
 Even if other scholars like Wallis use the capitalised ‘neo-Shamans’,
 ‘neo-shamanism’ and ‘neo-shamans’ will be used below with lower case, following Harvey. The term ‘neo-paganism’ can also be referred to as the revived Paganism of modern times, but Pagans prefer to be known without the suffix.
  

Pagans can engage in the celebration of seasonal Earth and human life cycles, be aware of Otherworld people as more real than fantasy, or practice magic, experimenting and discovering for themselves how they will follow others further along these paths.
 Most Pagan groups offer their worldview not as a divine revelation, but as something to be appreciated, making Paganism a fundamentally pluralist and diverse tradition, even if there are considerable differences of opinion between traditions and communities. Pagans draw on history, archaeology, anthropology, literature, sciences, politics, ecology, folklore, imagination, intuition and experience to develop their traditions and groups.
 Heathens particularly tend to read a lot, due to wide range of sources available, with Heathenry being sometimes called ‘the religion with homework’.

Harvey distinguishes different Pagan traditions other than Heathenry, such as Druidry, which deals with Celtic deities, or Witchcraft, of which different lines of Wicca are the most well known, dealing with a God and a Goddess.
 York considers both Druidry and Heathenry as ‘recopaganisms’, as ‘attempts at reconstructing or reviving particular pagan traditions of the past’.
 He distinguishes them from Wicca and traditions of Goddess spirituality, which he labels as ‘neopagan’. To Strmiska, Pagans are modern people with a great reverence for the spirituality of the past, making a new religion from the remnants of the past, ‘which they interpret, adapt, and modify according to modern ways of thinking’.

Many deities are acknowledged in Pagan traditions, both male and female, and with powers and functions ranging from wisdom to intoxication, from war to peace, and from fertility to death, amongst others.
 Deities can embody forces of nature but also aspects of culture and psychology. As Harvey remarks, ‘[d]eities not only demand allegiance and worship, but introduce us to ourselves’.
 Pagans can understand the gods in psychological terms, or as external supernatural beings, whilst some Pagans can view the gods as existing simultaneously within the human mind and beyond it as well.
 Harvey comments that the number of deities in a Heathen pantheon can be difficult to establish, but there are two main groups, the Aesir and the Vanir, with Odin, Thor and Frigga belonging to the first group, and Frey and Freya to the second one; importantly Goddesses are not ‘second class citizens in this cosmology’.
 Many Heathens concentrate their attention upon a few deities that they feel an affinity to. Some Heathens focus more on other beings such an ancestral spirits and land-wights, spirits of the land, or house-wights, protectors of the home.
 The physical and spiritual space is shared with other beings (wights, ghosts, ancestors and deities), with natural places and homes having spiritual as well as physical components, which can be considered an animistic viewpoint. 

Heathens are well aware that much of the literature on which they draw, especially the Icelandic Eddas and Sagas, was written by Christians, though this doesn’t invalidate it as sources of pre-Christian understandings about deities, fate, the structure of the cosmos, even if requires careful and critical reading.
 Heathens explore the potential for producing costume and liturgy out of this literature, including the revival of wearing Thor’s hammers as pendants to advertise and celebrate their identity. Heathenry is mostly understood as a religion constructed today from partial material.

Heathen cosmology is based mainly in the mythology, literature and folklore of the North, from the Icelandic Eddas and sagas, Old English poetry, folk tales and folklore from Scotland, England and Scandinavia, and from the work of scholars.
 There is the concept of a World Tree, Yggdrasil, that connects nine worlds, with each of the worlds predominantly populated by a different type of being, with giants in one, elves in another, the two races of gods in their own, and humans in Midgard, popularised as Middle Earth by Tolkien.
 These beings can move between the worlds, and many Norse myths involve journeys of gods to the world of giants or to our Middle World. At the end of one of the roots of Yggdrasil, by a well, are the Norns Urd, Verdandi and Skuld, three sisters popularly seen as Past, Present and Future, but better translated as Being, Becoming, and Obligation or as Initiating, Becoming and Unfolding.
 They spin Wyrd for all beings in all worlds, including the gods.
 The concept of Wyrd continues to be developed within the Heathen community; often translated as ‘fate’, and sometimes equated to ‘karma’, Blain considers it to have a more dynamic sense, where people are active agents in the creation of their own personal wyrd, or ørlög.
 To Blain, personal deeds and vows, strands of ørlög, become part of the fabric of Wyrd, and ‘[s]eidworkers may be conceptualised as ‘reading’ Wyrd, seeing along the threads of the fabric to possible outcomes’.
 Wyrd then, is not exactly ‘destiny’, but includes the actions and inter-relationships of all beings, and ‘what the Norns spin is what every living being has done, is doing, and may yet come to do. It is not only a web, but a tapestry in which the pattern of our lives are revealed and negotiated’.
 As Harvey points out, this cosmology suggests an ambivalence, or oscillation, between fatalism and free will. Many Heathens have formed personal connections with the mythology, imagery, and philosophy of all this cosmological lore.

Some Heathens use runes as a divinatory system, ‘to discern the shape of the web of Wyrd as it is spun out’.
 Others chant the runes names, be it individually or as a group, with the attempt to resonate with rune meanings, enabling shifts of consciousness. Harvey notes that seidr is also practiced by some Heathens, as ‘Heathen shamanic practice’.
 Before delving into seidr though, an exploration of shamanic practices is needed.    
2.2 - Shamanisms / neo-shamanisms

‘Shaman’ is a word from the language of the Tungus-speaking people of Siberia, which to Harvey refers to ‘a communal leader chosen and trained to work for the community by engaging with significant other-than-human persons’.
 The word, or label, of shaman has become part of modern language outside Siberia, and is used in many different contexts, be it to address members of indigenous societies elsewhere, or Western practitioners of New Religious Movements.
 It is used both in academia and in popular culture, being a term invented by Western society and academics Hutton also recognises shamanism as a scholarly construct among experts, ‘used to group together beliefs and activities across the world which have some apparent relationship with those observed in Siberia’.
 With no agreed definition to the term, he mentions four possible current definitions: first as the practice of anybody who contacts a spirit world while in an altered state of consciousness, a second limiting these practices to specialists who use those contacts at the request of others, a third distinguishing shamans from other practitioners by some particular technique, and a fourth identifying shamanism to the native religions of Siberia.
 All of them are problematic, with the last one representing only one component of diverse religions, with shamanism used as an umbrella term for the complexes of tribal beliefs concerned. Hutton also remarks that in an European context those tribal beliefs could be called paganism.

Regarding shamanisms and neo-shamanisms, Wallis explored extensively the neo-shamanism phenomenon in his Shamans/Neo-Shamans. He points outt that shamanism is an anthropologically constructed concept linked to practices in ‘indigenous’ societies negotiating day-to-day social relations, including healing of sickness, via engagements with ‘spirits’ or other beings.
 To Harvey the use of the word ‘spirits’ is also problematic, preferring the expression ‘other-than-human persons’, but remarking that no term may be adequate enough for the diversity of practices and cosmologies.
 Hutton highlights than for the southern Tungusic-speaking people alone. five different categories of spirits were involved: ‘those who had served local shamans from time immemorial; those who had recently been obtained from other ethnic and linguistic groups; those who had recently been subdued by local practitioners; the ghosts of ancestors; and the ghosts of other dead humans, or of animals’.
  In Old Norse texts and contemporary seidr practice, the word ‘spirits’ can be used for ancestors, animals, gods, or other kinds of  other-worldly beings that a practitioner may engage with, and it will be used below always bearing in mind the wide range of possible meanings and their problematic interpretations. 

Wallis tracks the emergence of neo-shamanism within the modern Western world, looking at individuals associating themselves with shamanistic practices, including 1960’s and 1970’s anthropologists who went ‘native’ and trained as shamans.
 It was from a few of these anthropologists that popular books on shamanism were published, starting what could be called a diversity of neo-shamanic movements, with a growing number of people turning to shamanism as path for personal and communal empowerment in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. 

Wallis shows how Mircea Eliade’s Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy 
 contributed to the neo-shamanism movement, with most practitioners uncritically accepting Eliade’s perspectives without question.
Cosmologically, Eliade’s preference for the celestial ascent accounts, and his dislike for the descent into the lower or underworld, show his biases, be it by being Christian, or by using outdated frameworks of cultural evolution. To Harvey, Eliade fits his evidence ‘into a pre-existing theological and evolutionary schema’.
 Nevertheless Harvey also recognises that Eliade persuaded many readers through his systematic approach, becoming a blue print for new shamanisms.  

The techniques used by shamans to achieve ecstasy, discussed by Eliade as a mystical or religious experience, can include trance and/or possession, achieved by drumming, rattling, dancing and chanting.
Ecstasy is accessed in order to journey to otherworldly domains, engaging with the ‘spirits’, most often for the benefit of the practitioner’s community. As Hutton comments, Eliade dominated the academic field for a quarter of a century, after publishing his Shamanism in French in 1951, translated into English in 1964, and becoming the most heavily read text on the subject in western scholarship.
 Eliade’s tactic of employing ethnographic data to construct general theories of the history of religion had been known since the nineteenth century, with examples such as Frazer’s The Golden Bough.

Nevertheless, it was Eliade’s cross-cultural generalisation of shamanisms, allied to the multitude of examples picked to sustain his theories, which struck a chord with neo-shamans. He generalised that the cosmology of most shamanisms across the world consisted of three worlds, or levels (the sky, earth and underworld), connected by a central axis (a world tree or a cosmic mountain), through which the shaman would journey to those worlds.
 As Hutton points out, this was a scheme familiar to westerners, corresponding to the Christian cosmos of Heaven, Earth and Hell, and it was indeed employed by some Siberian natives.
 However, this model was an oversimplification if seen as a standard component of Siberian tradition, as different local cosmologies consisted of six, seven, or nine worlds, and different other-worldly regions involving elaborate geographies. Most of those worlds consisted of physical landscapes mirroring those of the earth.    
It was with another scholar, the American anthropologist Carlos Castaneda, that Westerners were given the opportunity to start practicing shamanism themselves. 
 Castaneda supposedly found a shaman, or brujo, from Northern Mexico that would train him in the use of hallucinogenic plants and shamanic journeys, into what he calls ‘states of non-ordinary reality’.
 Castaneda’s books were, as Wallis extensively shows, highly influential in what was the beginning of neo-shamanic practice.
  Regarding cosmology, some of Castaneda’s accounts are relevant to the cosmology of seidr practices, as there are similarities with the Web of Wyrd discussed above. He speaks of the essence of the universe as resembling ‘incandescent threads stretched into infinity in every conceivable direction, luminous filaments that are conscious of themselves in ways impossible for the human mind to comprehend’.
 He also speaks of shape-shifting, with brujos having some part of them journeying as animals while their physical body was left behind.
 
With Michael Harner’s The Way of the Shaman,
 neo-shamanism was provided with what Wallis considers safe and simple techniques that did not involve the dangers of Castaneda’s psycho-active plants.
 Harner was an American anthropology professor who researched different indigenous shamanisms in the Americas in the 1950’s and 60’s, including their use of hallucinogens, but he devised practical shamanistic techniques which would allow anyone to safely be induced into an altered state of consciousness, or trance state, which he would call the ‘Shamanic State of Consciousness (SSC)’.
 This state, achieved by engaging in shamanic practices, would allow practitioners to move from the normal Ordinary State of Consciousness (OSC), and are to Harner the key to understand Castaneda’s ordinary and non-ordinary realities. Mythical creatures and talking spirit animals would be ‘real’ in a SSC, but fantasy in an OSC, while experiences on a OSC would be illusory in SSC terms, with both being valid to Harner. He defines a shaman as ‘a man or a woman who enters an altered state of consciousness –at will– to contact and utilise an ordinarily hidden reality in order to acquire knowledge, power, and to help other persons’.
 The shaman would have one or more personal ‘spirits’ to do this. 

Harner saw himself and his students as ‘children of the Age of Science’, parting from the ecclesiastic dogma and authority of an ‘Age of Faith’, preferring otherwise to ‘arrive firsthand, experimentally, at their own conclusions as to the nature and limits of reality’.
 Hutton comments that neo-shamanism can be seen as serving the needs for a society which is increasingly seeking direct and personal experience of spirit-worlds and of divinity outside of institutional and dogmatic frameworks.
 Shamanism was taught by Harner as a methodology of techniques, not as a religion as such. His suggestion of techniques, using mainly repetitive percussion to induce an altered state, was drug free and safe, but required discipline and focus. Rattles, singing and dancing could also be used to access the SSC. 

Using his method a drum was played, practitioners would lie down with their eyes closed, and visualise a familiar place in the ordinary reality, such as a cave, a hollow tree or other hole-like entrance into the earth, through which they would see themselves going down a tunnel into the ‘spirit world’ or ‘Lowerworld’, on a journey to meet ‘guardian spirits’, ‘power animals’ and ‘spirit helpers’.
 These beings would provide answers to questions, advice on problems, and healing of psychological or emotional issues in a person’s life, while also, Harner claims, increasing the practitioner’s physical energy and resistance to diseases. Throughout Siberia, and among other native people, the notion of a spirit-double was a widespread idea, with illness resulting often from the inability of this double to return to the person because it had become lost or captured during its travels in dreams.
 This gives a background context to where Harner was coming from. Power animals particularly could be seen as a neo-shaman’s alter ego, into which they could transform themselves into while on their shamanic journeys, and they could practice dancing imitating the movements of the animal, accompanied by drums and rattles.
 Hutton acknowledges that there are Siberian parallels for many of the techniques assembled by Harner, independently of them representing an essence of Siberian shamanism, or a reworking of a few features which were more important in the Americas.
 The technique of ‘journeying’ outlined above formed the basis of what Harner termed ‘core-shamanism’, and this and other more advanced practices has been taught since the 1980’s in workshops given by himself and others  from his Foundation for Shamanic Studies organisation. 

Harner considered that his shamanic methods worked quickly, with most persons achieving results in a few hours, so his shamanism was suited to the contemporary lifestyle of busy people. With the focus on techniques and reduced attention to cultural context, Harner and other neo-shamans were accused of homogenising shamanisms, and of ignoring the peoples whose ‘techniques’ have been ‘used’, ‘borrowed’, or ‘stolen’.
 Harner seems to accept this homogenisation, as his goal was ‘trying to find the basic principles that are common to most shamanic practitioners in most societies, and teach those basic principles without all these elaborations and specialisations that make them a product of each cultural context’.
 This was the reasoning for naming it ‘core-shamanism’. The critique of Harner homogenising trance states has also been put forward, with anthropologist Ruth-Inge Heinze disagreeing with the concept of only one shamanic state of consciousness, with her field notes documenting that ‘most shamans pass through a series of alternate states during one session until they reach the level on which they operate best’.

The democratisation of access to this shamanic state was appealing to many, but another reason for neo-shamanism’s diffusion was the appeal of spiritual ecology, the ‘reverence for, and spiritual communication with, the other beings of the Earth and with the Planet itself’’.
 The similarity of discourse with Paganism discussed above is evident. Jakobsen, who attended core-shamanism courses in Denmark taught by a student of Harner, describes the Lower World as often either a wood, a plain, a mountain area, with the concept of non-ordinary reality closely intertwined with the relationship to nature.
 The search for roots earlier than Christianity is another motivation of course participants found by Jakobsen. Harvey discusses different shamanisms in one of the chapters of his overview of contemporary Paganism, considering that each of the major Pagan traditions has aspects which can be associated with shamanism.
 Wallis also notes the similarities between aspects of neo-shamanisms and a number of traditions in contemporary Paganisms, using the term ‘neo-Shamanisms’ to describe pervasive neo-shamanic elements in these traditions.

Lindquist gives a detailed account of how neo-shamanism developed in Sweden under the influence of Michael Harner and other neo-shamans, through her study of a Nordic shamanism network called Yggdrasil.
 Jonathan Horwitz, a student of Harner who was also an anthropology student, moved to Scandinavia and started contributing to Yggdrasil’s magazine, while also offering shamanism courses. He founded the Scandinavian Centre for Shamanic Studies in 1986, which would offer core-shamanism courses similar to the ones from the Harner’s foundation. Horwitz would teach that spirits, including spirit helpers, would dwell in a ‘Spirit World’, which would exist parallel to the physical world, and it was the role of the shaman to integrate the two worlds and work with both sides.
 He taught a map of the Universe consisting of the familiar three worlds, the Lower World, the Middle World, and the Upper World, a cosmology taught at Harner’s foundation but not discussed in Harner’s Way of the Shaman, where the focus is in the beginner’s stages related to the Lower World. This three layered cosmological model was taken directly from Eliade’s three worlds discussed above, becoming a model that would pervade through neo-shamanism. Practitioner’s would find their spirit helpers, mainly power animals, in the Lower World, would journey to the Upper World for knowledge, meeting guides and teachers in human form, while in the Middle World, our world in its non-ordinary aspect, problems could be solved and healing done, as Horwitz puts it.
  Lindquist describes and analyses in detail the courses she attended with Horwitz in Sweden.
Jakobsen also attended neo-shamanic courses,
 and Wallis mentions that while her goal was to contrast neo-shamanisms against the Greenland indigenous Eskimo shamanic traditions, she focused mainly on the core-shamanism of Horwitz.

Wallis emphasises that not only are indigenous shamanisms extremely diverse, but neo-shamanisms are also heterogeneous, with generalisations impossible.
 Gredig, in her study of neo-shamanisms in France, Germany, Switzerland and Sweden in 2006-2007, comments that the term neo-shamanisms is another academic construct, not used by the practitioners themselves, but useful from an anthropological and historical point of view.
 Gredig’s informants used several of Harner’s techniques in various ritual contexts, however many of them disagree with Harner in one or several issues.
 Gredig also found that experienced neo-shamanic practitioners grow more independent from the core-shamanic ideology found in beginner’s courses, and that cosmological concepts and the relation to personal spirits may incorporate functions not found in core-shamanisms.
Critiques to the neo-shamanic movement are overviewed by Wallis.
 Wallis considers that Harner has been singled out as a figure for attack from critics due to his prominence in the neo-shamanic field, and that the diluted, gentle and safe method he established for beginners was, for reasons of health and safety, to be introduced carefully, with advanced techniques only taught with more experience and knowledge from the practitioner.
 

Gredig found that neo-shamanic practitioners have a freer basis to ‘build’ their cosmologies than traditional societies, while yet still influenced by their own Western culture.
  However, neo-shamanisms can also be influenced by European paganisms, originating shamanic interpretations of ‘Celtic’ and ‘Northern’ religions.
 We now turn to seidr as a kind of ‘Northern’ shamanism. 

2.3 – The seidr context
Horwitz’s Scandinavian Centre for Shamanic Studies is be rooted in Harner’s core-shamanism, but it also runs courses specifically on seidr through the Danish Centre co-founder Annete Høst. She started practicing an experimental and ecstatic variety of seidr with the Swedish Yggdrasil network that Lindquist researched.
 As with other seidr practitioners discussed below, one of the main influences for the first experiments with seidr was the Icelandic medieval saga of ‘Eirik the Red’, where a seeress named Thorbjorg, who, we are told, would attend feasts in the winter in Greenland, was invited by the leading house-holder of a community, to find out when the hard times of famine of that community would cease.
 A reception was prepared for her, and a high seat (sejdhallr, a seidr platform)
 prepared, with a cushion that had hen’s feathers. The saga gives a detailed account of the seeress’ attire, which included a cloak, a hood and a staff. She was given a meal in the evening which included the hearts of animals, and then slept through the night. The evening after, when she was ready, she asked for women who knew the Varðlokur (a magical song or chant),
 and after finally finding a woman who had been taught in her youth, the woman had to be convinced to sing it after initially refusing because she was Christian (which can be seen as a sign that seidr was a dying practice at the time of the saga). Women formed a circle around the seeress, the chant was beautifully recited, for which Thorbjorg thanked, then adding that many spirits had been drawn with the chant, and that ‘now many things are apparent to me which earlier were hidden from me and many others’.
 Thorbjorg then said that the famine would not last longer than that winter, and that the sickness that had afflicted them would mend sooner than expected. The seeress then repaid the singer, saying that the singer’s fate was clear now: she would make a distinguished match in Greenland, yet it would not last long; but in Iceland she would spring ‘a great and goodly progeny, and over the branches of your family will shine beams brighter than I have power to see precisely as they are’.
 After this, the seeress answered other questions from other people, and the saga writer comments that ‘little indeed of what she said failed to come about’. 
 ‘And the weather quickly improved, just as Thorbjorg had announced’.
 

Coming back to the Yggdrasil network, it was in 1975 that after reading this saga they started experimenting with singing and drumming, and recreating the ritual structure. 
 These practices would usually be held in natural places, especially woods. They started using a platform, staffs, and seid hoods. Practices developed over the years, including ‘research seid’, quests of information about the past, by talking with ancestors and spirits of the place. They would also get oracular answers to concrete questions, referring to it as ‘divination seid’, for example for what would happen the next year.
 Lindquist describes that one time for that question the seer had visions of water, danger, fear and sadness, which were later that year linked by practitioners to the biggest shipping accident in the history of Sweden. There were also personal questions being answered, where one person at a time, with some reverence, would ask the volva about relationships, careers, or their spiritual path.
 When on the platform, the volva covered her or his eyes with the hood, and put the staff between the legs, as if riding it, then ordering a seid song, going into a trance and making a journey. When ready to answer questions, the staff was lifted and held horizontally, the drums and singing stopped, and questions were asked.
Since her introduction to the experimental and ecstatic seidr through the Yggdrasil network, Høst practiced seidr with groups in different countries, and ‘different aspects of seidr slowly revealed themselves, in an ongoing exchange between critical text studies and shamanic exploration’.
She called her practice ‘new seidr’, acknowledging that it had to be different from the old practice, and that her aim was not to reconstruct the past or Viking age seidr, rather she wanted to find out how it worked, how it could applied to contemporary spiritual practices, and what skills would it demand from the practitioner. Høst defines her new seidr as ‘a shamanic work using staff, song and magic seat in combination, to be consistent with both the historical sources and the shamanic tradition. In other words: there are four S’s in a seidr: Staff, Song, Seat and Spirits’.
 The singing invites the spirits and carries the seiðrworker into the enchanted spirit world, where s/he or she meets with spirits, gods and forces, and puts forward a request for help or knowledge. When this main task is completed and the song dies out, the volva or seiðrman is still “between the worlds” and in this state s/he can give oracular answers to questions from members of the group. 

In North America, seidr practices were also being developed by Diana Paxson and her Asatru group Hrafnar.
 Blain discussed in detail these practices in her Nine Worlds of Seid-Magic, which included the familiar meditative journey through an initial ‘safe place’ and a tunnel, with the seidr practitioners calling their spirit or animal allies, and employing drumming or singing. The differences start when the journey is then led to Midgard, ‘a non-ordinary version of ordinary reality’,
 with the ‘axis of the worlds’ Yggdrasil at its centre. Through one of the roots of Yggdrasil, past Urd’s Well and spiralling through various of the Nine Worlds, the group, consisting of seidworkers and audience, was led up to the gates of Hel’s realm, the world of the dead and the ancestors, from where answers to questions are given.
 The seidworkers would be the only people in the group going through the gates themselves, going into a deep trance, while the audience remained in light trance state, and were invited to ask questions, approaching the seidworker one at a time. The description of the journey through some of the worlds to reach Hel is very precise, drawing from the details of several Eddic poems and scholarly commentaries such as Davidsons’ Road to Hel.
 Blain remarks that many seidr practitioners learn seidr through doing it, with teachers met in the journeys, including ancestors, animal allies, spirits of the land or of plants, the Norns, or gods like Odin.

Blain notes some of the differences in practices between Hrafnar and the Yggdrasil network, and discusses them with neo-shamanic practitioners, including Høst.
 While the Hrafnar version focused on the cosmology of the Nine Worlds, the Well of the Norns and the tree Yggdrasil, including invocations to the deities associated with seidr in the myths (Odin and Freya), the Swedish shamanistic versions were less cosmologically specific, assuming a more general neo-shamanic approach. Blain argues that for many European practitioners it seems the cosmological framework is there, ‘a cosmology rooted in the sense of the land and its spirits, and of the tree Yggdrasil’.
 Heathens may use the term seidr for different shamanistic practices as long as they have the Heathen cosmological focus, the ‘mythological embedding’.
 To European practitioners associated with Høst, ‘embedding likewise results from drawing on powers of earth and nature spirits associated with the land’.
 Blain argues for two kinds of embeddedness, based in cosmology or nature, with Heathens more focussed on the cosmological side, and neo-shamans on the nature side. However, Lindquist discusses that the disembedded and deculturized nature of neo-shamanic practices was re-embedded through the seidr activities of the Yggdrasil network,
 which led to the practices taught by Høst. 

Wallis also discussed Hrafnar’s practices, and other seidr practices different than the High Seat, such as possession by deities.
 He also discusses Northern shamanisms perspectives by scholars and practitioners.
 Gredig also presents an overview of Nordic shamanisms, but without mentioning particular seidr practitioners’ cosmologies.
 Harvey has a brief discussion on seidr, mentioning some references to seidr in some Heathen authors.
 Having gone through some of the different contexts of oracular seidr, the methodological approach for the present research will now be outlined.  

3 - Methodology

This chapter discusses how this research was conducted, including current debates on methodological approaches to Pagan and neo-shamanic field studies. This study, exploring the relationships between contemporary practices of oracular seidr and the personal cosmologies of seidr practitioners, is based on qualitative research methods. McLeod comments that ‘qualitative research does not aim to 'test' hypotheses, but to describe, analyse and interpret the construction of aspects of the social world’ (John McLeod, Qualitative Research in Counselling and Psychotherapy (London: Sage, 2001), p. 133). When researching subjective opinions such as the construction of personal cosmologies and worldviews, qualitative methodologies are more suitable for understanding those ideas in their wider context. This qualitative data, seen as rich in detail and deep, allows for the focus on particularisation, aiming at the understanding of the ‘linkages between events and activities and to explore people’s interpretations of the factors which produce such connections’.

This research took place in the form of participant observation of oracular seidr events, supported by semi-structured interviews with seidr practitioners. As Silverman points out, ‘the choice between different research methods should depend upon what you are trying to find out’.
  It is the information collected from the interviews with seidr practitioners that will try to answer the research question. The practitioners were interviewed via Skype about their experiences with oracular seidr, between September and December of 2014. The interviews were recorded, allowing further notes. Four of the interviewees are British, three are Dutch, and one is Norwegian. The questions for the semi-structured interview can be found in the Appendix.

All the informants contacted are experienced seidr practitioners, having sat on the ‘High Seat’ for their groups or communities. Most of them, but not all, belong to European Heathen organisations, such as the Kith of Yggdrasil in the UK, the Het Rad in the Netherlands, and Bifrost in Norway. I am a member of the Kith of Yggdrasil, which alongside Het Rad and Bifrost are part of a network of Heathen organisations across Europe named Asatru-EU. It was in gatherings around Europe organised by this broad community that I was able to meet seidr practitioners from other European countries, and attend several oracular seidr events. I also attended a few organised in the UK by other practitioners not involved in the Kith of Yggdrasil. This is then a multi-sited research, following Blain’s multi-sited ethnography of seidr practitioners, exploring ‘processes of seiðr, from practitioner to practitioner, community to community’.
 Coined by Markus, multi-sited fieldwork is adapted to subjects of study that do not readily define themselves in terms of sites available for sustained participant observation.
 Exploring how different practitioners developed different seidr practices also provides  a wider picture of the contemporary seidr tradition, which was not the aim of other studies such as the ones by Lindquist and Jakobsen, studies which Wallis consider as single-sited ethnographies.

Being an insider within the Heathen community allowed me to contact experienced seidr practitioners who are recognised as such by their communities, and to be trusted by them, as they unfold experiences that are not only very personal, but liable to being dismissed or misrepresented by some researchers. To Hutton, Witchcraft encourages qualities of loyalty, dedication, comradeship, and trustworthiness.
 It is also my experience in Heathenry, which highlights the researcher responsibility towards his informants. I am being explicit about my spiritual background in the same way as Blain, Wallis, and other academics mentioned below were. As Wallis, who is both an academic and a neo-shamanic practitioner, comments, rather than threatening the academic credentials, ignoring personal experiences or leaving it unsaid for fear of ostracism would jeopardize those credentials.
 After all, he adds, ‘all ethnographic work is subjective to varying degrees; it is the critical assessment of peer review that determines the quality and value of the work, whatever its subjectivity’.

Collecting different kinds of accounts of experiences and events will inevitably be a personal and collaborative process, as participating in qualitative interviews involves the forming of a relationship.
 Having the trust of my informants, and also an understanding of their shared worldview of Norse cosmology, allows for a discussion closer to the conceptions of the practitioners. I have been a Heathen for over fifteen years, initially in Portugal, and in the last years being part of the Pagan and Heathen communities in the UK. I have also attended neo-shamanism workshops, including the introductory course with Jonathan Horwitz. However, I have never attempted to practice seidr, it seems something beyond my skills so far, as my rational mind keeps being over-present and interrupting less pressured shamanic journeys. This background positions me as an insider in neo-shamanism, Heathenry and its practitioners’ shared cosmology, but as an outsider about what happens in the ‘High Seat’. Whether one stands as an insider or an outsider will influence the outcome of the research. Pike coined the terms etic and emic to reflect this, with the etic viewpoint studying behaviour from outside a particular system, or in this case, practice and experience, while ‘the emic viewpoint results from studying behaviour as from inside the system’.

This research is coming from a different viewpoint than Blain, whose work included experiential anthropology, considering that observation is not enough to understand relations between seidðworkers and the spirit world’.
  Blain followed Goulet and Young’s concept of extraordinary experiences, that tend to challenge one’s conception of reality in the sense that normal ways of classifying perceptual data are no longer adequate and the boundary between the real and the imaginary is blurred.
 Goulet considers that extraordinary experiences can in fact be an outcome of genuine participation in social and ritual performances, through which social realities, or in this research, otherworldly realities, are generated and experienced. Goulet argues that anthropology was influenced by the Western rationalist bias, not giving credence to informant accounts which would not accord with the world view of Western science, thus not taking extraordinary experiences seriously. The experiential approach challenged this perspective, starting with openness to informant’s accounts in order to be able to enter their worldview, and then allowing anthropologists to immerse themselves in the experience of their research subjects. 

Swartz’s account of her personal journey when starting to deal with an eagle guardian spirit from a Native American context illustrates this.
 Swartz acknowledges that she was an inexperienced beginner, not immersed in the belief system and way of life of her practices, which were borrowed from other culture. But her sensitivities to the world changed by taking her informants seriously, enhancing her worldview. I can say that my personal experiences with neo-shamanism, will inevitably impact the outcome of this research, while it is by no means my intention to promote neo-shamanic or seidr practices as something valid or useful to everyone. As Jakobsen and Wallis,
 attending neo-shamanic courses allowed me to engage experientially with the neo-shamanic experience, understanding its difficulties, criticisms, and benefits for practitioners. 

Marton considers that Castaneda was the first social scientist who gave an experiential account of spiritual experiences, and that by the authenticity of his account being questioned, experiential anthropologists had become by contagion objects of suspicion.
 The irony to Marton is that Castaneda evoked through his narrative and creative ability a description of the ‘separate reality’ of non-Western spiritual paths better than any other ethnographer before him, and that some of the extraordinary experiences described in Castaneda’s books ‘are reported by other competent anthropologists’.
Goulet and Young’s collection of essays developed an anthropological research methodology used in different areas, giving an academic framework to those extraordinary experiences which experiential researchers such as Blain would follow.

The same can be said for the belief in spirits, with Goulet and Young discussing that most anthropologists would argue that spirits did not exist. Goulet and Young argue that the existence of spirits is not scientifically verifiable, and its belief is an act of faith, but neither of them are required to make sense of extraordinary experiences. 
 They believe that anthropologists ‘should, at a minimum, temporarily suspend disbelief, and attempt to take the accounts of experiences and explanations of our informants as seriously as possible’.
 This would allow a deeper and more sophisticated understanding of the beliefs and practices researched, and for new perspectives on those extraordinary experiences. Ezzy shows how ethnographies in contemporary Witchcraft explained away beliefs of Witches, highlighting the academic pressure to privilege a secular modernist scientific worldview, and he argues that ‘spiritual experiences are both socially constructed and “real”’.
 To him, the otherwordly encounters described by Witches should be looked at through the symbolic and social processes that operate in the spiritual realm, aiming at understanding how people make sense and meaning of those experiences, instead of demonstrating that they are irrational or implausible.
Blain approached practitioners’ seidr experiences from within their own spiritual world-views as partial truths, as community construction, ‘where ‘community’ includes more than the visible human participants.’
 The same approach is followed in this research.
Blain, Ezzy and Harvey’s collection of essays Researching Paganisms was also influenced by Goulet and Youngs’s work, and they comment that presently ‘many researchers in many disciplines draw on understandings and paradigms that stress the importance of the researcher’s own experiences and the situated nature of the knowledge s/he constructs’.
 Salomonsen comments on the dilemmas of participant observation when the research field is religious studies, and that taking the informants beliefs seriously could lead to conflicting professional claims: on one hand the anthropologist should study the ethnographic field from the inside, but on the other there is the fear of ‘going native’, ‘adopting the values, practices, and beliefs of those studied to such an extent that one looses the ability to be reflexive about them’. 
 Harrington adds that ‘the methodology chosen for any study is not as crucial to its outcome as the cognitions and belief systems held by the researcher’.
 Harrington also comments that non-native outsiders of Pagan studies are beginners whose perceptions reflect the limited amount of time they have been involved with the subject, and the subsequent limited understanding of what they are researching.
 She calls for ‘native researchers’, particularly those involved for longer periods of time, as they wouldn’t need to justify themselves by being a well-known member of the community, and would be able to conduct interviews in a trusting environment. Pearson also challenged the prejudice against ‘going native’, suggesting that a ‘native’ would have a privileged position for research, and commenting she was a native before starting her academic research.
 It would be ironic if natives, in this case Pagans or neo-shamans, would be barred from academic research in areas where they are already experienced and trusted. To Wallis, ‘it doesn’t matter how close anthropologists get, so long as their findings express the level of insight and constructive, critical evaluation which one’s academic peers require for acceptable scholarship’.
 Participant observation is an ethnographic field technique where direct observation and detachment are fundamentally an impossible ideal, and as Wallis has experienced in neo-shamanic rituals, involvement is all or nothing, as being present necessitates taking part. Gredig and Lindquist applied the same methodology, with the ethnographer including their own actions in the depiction of events.
 In seidr ceremonies it is possible to be a passive part of the audience, but if one approaches the seer with a meaningful question, and the answer from the spirits helps to see a personal situation in a different perspective, it does give a different dimension to the ceremony than the one of an outsider who is there thinking that the seer is making up answers that are believed by gullible attendants. Engaging with the experience shapes the authenticity of the ceremony, and highlights the challenge of facing paradigms for which we can’t yet understand rationally, but it seems worthy of researching further.  

Wallis, researching what is still a relatively new field of neo-shamanic studies, developed and applied an interpretative framework that he termed ‘autoarchaeology’.
He found that neo-shamanisms required an alternative methodology that included qualitative autoethnography and autoanthropology, being carried out in the social context which produces them, opposing the dualism of the insider-outsider paradigm, and adopting a self-reflexive position. Hutton discusses reflexivity as ‘the readiness of scholars to be openly aware of the prejudices, preoccupations, instincts, emotions and personal traits that they bring to their studies, and the ways in which these can influence the latter’.
 The other factor that the researcher must have into account is reactivity, which Hutton defines as ‘the effect produces on a social group by the scholar who I studying it’.
 Indeed, several informants I interviewed reported that they had never thought of some of the questions that were put forward, and by answering they were learning about their experiences and worldviews as well. It is hoped that by being aware of all these methodological issues, and by establishing a clear methodological framework outlined above, this research is academically solid and well-rounded, while portraying a process of construction of contemporary cosmologies, adding to current studies of Paganisms, neo-shamanisms, and overall New Religious Movements. With the methodology for this research outlined, the results and consequent discussions can now be addressed. 

4 - Findings and discussion

This chapter presents some of the data gathered from the interviews with oracular seidr practitioners, exemplifying how their practices have been influenced by different sources and other practitioners, and how their experiences and personal contexts led to the shaping of personal cosmologies within a shared Heathen cosmological framework. The relationship between practices, experiences and cosmologies is fluid and person specific, though general conclusions of this relationship are outlined and discussed. 
4.1 – Seidr in the Netherlands: construction of otherworlds

Seidr in the Netherlands has for the last ten years been influenced by Frigga Asraaf, a long standing member of the Heathen Dutch organisation Het Rad. She has trained several Het Rad members in oracular seidr. Frigga initially looked into Wicca, and attended some neo-shamanic courses, especially with Daan van Kampenhout, a well known Dutch neo-shaman author. At a workshop in 1993 with a Saami shaman, she met Freya Aswyinn, who was one of the first authors to publish about Heathenry.
 From then on Asatru became Frigga’s path, combining the religion with runes and seidr, and she started meeting regularly with a small group to practice runeworkings and seidr. 

Freya Aswyinn and Diana Paxson organised an oracular seidr workshop in London around 1994, which Frigga and other Dutch group members attended. Frigga learnt the Hrafnar ritual,which she translated into Dutch to use it in her group, but she also read the fragment of the Eirik the Red saga about the Greenland Seeress, and noticed that there was no mention there of the journey to Hel, it was just about spirits, so they started developing different kinds of spa rituals. Frigga prefers to call it spa ritual, instead of oracular seidr (from Old Norse spá, to foretell, discussed in the Introduction). Seidr is to her a set of different practices of shamanism and witchcraft within the Germanic context, and the spa ritual is the specific ritual in which a seer goes into trance, to answer questions from an audience. The changes they introduced to their ritual were learnt by talking with the spirits, and receiving their suggestions.  As Blain also found, sources are spare, and practitioners don’t aim at perfect reconstruction.
 As one of Blain’s informants comments, ‘if seidr experiences are ‘shamanic’ they must be constructed in dialogue with whatever helping spirits are present, and therefore each seiðr experience is unique’.
 Frigga’s group interacted with elves, giants, and ancestors, and their practices developed by ‘creating’ their ‘own places in the otherworlds’. One of the places created was the ‘Sanctuary’ (the literal translation from Dutch would be a ‘Free Place’), a spot between the worlds where by agreement different spirits would show up that wanted to be in contact with people, and would be willing to help.  The group learnt from their experiences that giants and dwarves didn’t particularly like ‘if lots of people come marching into their lands, their worlds’. One of the ways they develop their oracular practice was by taking all the audience present into the ‘Sanctuary’ with drumming and singing, with the ritual taking place there ‘between the worlds’. This is similar to the Hrafnar ritual, taking the audience into a Norse cosmologically inspired otherworld, but the Het Rad’s group approach was less reliant on Old Norse sources when creating this ‘Free Place’. During the ritual, the seer, sitting on the High Seat both in the physical world and the otherworld, uses a veil over their head, and can be holding a staff. 

As Frigga had worked with neo-shamanism before starting Asatru, she continued working with the three levels of core-shamanism, but within a Germanic/Old Norse context. For example, she divides the Upperworld between the worlds of the gods, Asgard and Vanaheim, and the world of the Light Elves. The Underworld in core-shamanism is also the world of the ancestors, with Frigga creating with the ancestors a place distinct from the Helheim of the Norse cosmology, which she called the ‘Ancestor Place’, a place visualised with old fashioned buildings, and with a square in the middle. Before the group journeys there, they call on the ancestors that they wanted to meet. They began interacting with two groups of spirits Frigga calls the Seidfathers and Seidmothers, they are people who practiced seidr in the past (which included different shamanisms or witchcraft, with seidr being the Scandinavian term label). In this ‘Ancestor Place’ Seidmothers could be seen spinning and weaving, while the Seidfathers are blacksmiths with their hammers and anvils, with these spirits also able answer questions. Frigga remarks what other seidworkers and neo-shamans mentioned in chapters 2.2 and 2.3: ‘you have to find out which is your way, your specific way. Each of us can do it in a different way’. 
Here we are looking at the creation of otherworld places, which is distinct from what Hrafnar practiced, using places recorded in the Old Norse lore. The neo-shamanic practices encourage the discovery and construction of one’s personal cosmology, with Harner advising that practitioners should try to integrate their experiences in a total cosmology based primarily on their own journeys.
 Nevertheless, the connection between seidr, the Norns and spinning, highlights that ancestors like the Seidmothers have some relation to the Old Norse sources.  Buildings in this constructed otherworld can be seen as similar to the worlds of gods from the Old Norse lore, where there were halls and rooms, and Frigga’s group would return to those same places and visualise the same kind of spatial layout.  It seems that Frigga’s group approach was both Heathen and neo-shaman, highlighting and expanding the intersection between Heathenry and neo-shamanism that Blain had identified.
 

Frigga usually leads the oracular ritual, with two main seers, Michiel and Pauline, sitting in the High Seat. For the last ten years they have worked together, they learned by ‘doing, doing, doing’, which is what Blain also found out among the practitioners she studied.
 Pauline didn’t have any background in Heathenry or neo-shamanism when she met Frigga, she had done some pathworkings, but she had difficulties with the visualisation, with ‘seeing’. She discovered with practice that she needed to use her other senses. When she sat on the High Seat she discovered she could go into trance, altering her state of mind, ‘basically what you need to walk between the worlds’. After regular practice, as soon as Pauline places the veil on her head, she starts being in trance. Unlike other seidr practitioners, but similar to Frigga, she cannot really see: ‘I can smell things, I can feel things, sometimes I just know what’s around, I can describe where I’m walking, like I’m seeing it’. She adds that it is still foreseeing (the Old Norse spa). For oracular seidr she mainly uses her sense of hearing, with the spirits talking to her. She feels their presence, and hears what they say, though she cannot even recognize their gender sometimes. She doesn’t think the voices are from her mind, she knows they are coming from somewhere else.  She mainly interacts with ancestors, but answers can also come from gods or land-spirits, depending on the question. Most of the times the answers to the questions on the High Seat don’t make much sense to her at all. Other times she needs to describe feelings that are shown to her. On occasions there is more than one spirit, and she has to choose which one has the best answer, or if she combines answers, when each one tells a part of the story. Sometimes she only receives part of the answer, and then she needs to journey somewhere else to get more information. She hopes she gives the proper answers, but the feedback from querents is very positive and reassuring. 

Het Rad don’t always use their constructed otherworld places, leaving it to the seer to  choose where to go. They can, however, use a specific song, for example connected to Helheim, and Pauline will journey straight there. After the song, the seer is asked about the surroundings, and Pauline tries to describe the landscape around her, usually natural places when there is no intent on journeying to a specific place, which is the usual in neo-shamanism.
 If Pauline goes on a quest on her own, she uses specific personal places, and fits her journeys within the nine worlds of Heathen cosmology and Yggdrasil, which she feels more comfortable with. She thinks there are many more worlds than the nine worlds of Heathenry, and she doesn’t want to limit her oracular seidr practice to a specific set of cosmology. She has journeyed to Greek mythology inspired worlds when practicing with a friend who has a close connection with a Greek Goddess. She comments that ‘I made a choice that if I work for somebody else I work within their set of symbols’. It can thus be said that Pauline’s personal cosmology is Heathen, but she is able to engage with other Pagan cosmologies as well as the general neo-shamanic nature-related worlds.

Michiel, another Het Rad seer, had already some experience with neo-shamanism before meeting Frigga, including reading Harner, He also attended Annette Høst’s workshops, having High Seat experiences there. To him, just by sitting on the chair in a ritual context, his mind ‘flies away’, and he starts seeing images straight away, sometimes with his eyes closed, sometimes open. The songs allow for the images to be clear and focussed. Regarding guardian spirits, Michiel started with power animals from core-shamanism but they then developed more into different aspects of who he is. He calls them his fylgjur (his followers, from the Old Norse fylgja, souls of people separate from their bodies, usually appearing as women or animals).
 One power animal, a little magpie, started with core-shamanism and still flies with him today. A couple of fylgia are always the same, including the magpie, and sometimes other animal or human form spirits pop up, as followers. These spirits are related to specific questions from the audience, and they help Michiel seeing the answer, by playing their role and describing the picture as guides. They are real and alive when he sees them, but when he thinks rationally about them, the best word he has to describe them is symbols. To Michiel, pathworkings to Helheim are also using their own set of symbols to allow people to access that world, which is beyond symbols. He thinks the otherworlds he experiences are coloured by what he reads in the sagas, with his mind influencing his visions by gathering information from his memories. He says that ‘information is all that cultural stuff that got into your head.’ Michiel is keen on rationalising his experiences afterwards, but they are real to him on the moment. Even though his seidr practices are similar to Frigga and Pauline, this perspective is his own and not shared by the others, pointing to the idea that similar practices and experiences can lead to different worldviews. 

4.2 – Seidr in Scandinavia: similarities and comparisons

‘Hanne’, an early member of Norwegian Heathen organisation Bifrost, also started with neo-shamanic practices, but started experiencing Old Norse elements and symbolism in her shamanic journeys. She attended Høst’s workshops when she was already starting being involved with Heathenry in Bifrost, and Høst helped her merge the two, starting to recognize shamanic elements in the Old Norse culture, and starting to call it seidr. Using Høst’s technique inspired from the Greenland Seeress, when practicing outdoors she would sit on a rock or on a mountain top, and if indoors she would use a table to sit on. Usually she starts her journeys on a natural spring, and often through a tunnel, leading to a place that is relevant to answer the question.

Blain’s division of two kinds of embeddedness, based in cosmology or nature, with Heathens more focussed on the cosmological side, and neo-shamans on the nature side, was drawn from the initial stages of seidr with Hrafnar in North America and the Yggdrasil network in Sweden.
 Høst seems to confirm this view, writing that it is not a requirement to be a Heathen to practice seidr, as to her it is an independent tradition older than the Viking Age, connecting with the spirits and power of Nature being the spiritual foundations of her seidr, making it ‘more authentic because the great forces we meet firsthand in nature are timeless’.
 Frigga also had experiences in the woods, with spirits of the land, of trees, and of animals, sometimes with all of them speaking with one voice. Frigga, independently of Høst, thinks these experiences are beyond any specific religion, they are primal powers of the land. However, a duality between cultural and natural cosmologies is blurred when seeing how influential Høst was to Michiel and ‘Hanne’, and how they were able to incorporate both neo-shamanic and Heathen elements into their practice, in their own way, by their own experiences. Blain acknowledges that for many European practitioners it seems the cosmological framework is just there.
 But it could be added that the natural framework is also there, as Heathens are Pagans pursuing their own personal connection with nature too. As seidr practices developed in recent years it seems that as Heathen and neo-shamanic practices blended more together, so did the Heathen and neo-shamanic cosmological frameworks of some of the practitioners discussed so far, even if each practitioner have their own specific personal worldviews.
‘Hanne’ mentioned that she had to make an effort to be spontaneous on her journeys, not letting her busy mind get in the way and define where to go. ‘I’m too much of a thinker to be a very good seidkona’, she says. Blain mentions how herself, when engaging experientially in seidr pratices, and Paxson and others in Hrafnar had issues in the initial stages with mentally analysing the journey process and questioning their wishful thinking.
 Lindquist notes the same in introductory neo-shamanic courses taught by Horwitz, who would encourage further practice.
 The Dutch practitioners discussed above are all experienced seidworkers, and while Pauline and Michiel didn’t mention any issues, with Michiel even balancing his ‘real’ experiences with his ‘symbolic’ rationalisation, Frigga finds that using the rational mind to interpret what she’s experiencing makes the connection with the place she is in go away. 

4.3 – Seidr in the UK: different backgrounds, different practices

Fiona started with the UK Heathen organisation Kith of Yggdrasil in 2003, she hadn’t read the sagas at that point, but seidr seemed a natural thing to do, to access the other realms as she had done since childhood, when she was often daydreaming (she still does it now, she sees it as a type of trance state). She also had other experiences as a child, such as seeing her recently passed away grandmother, which was very profound to her. When Fiona started practicing seidr she didn’t have specific seidr techniques, it was just the atmosphere created by being in a wooden building purposely built for Heathen events with candles and torches, shields, and animals furs. She would sit back to back with another seer, going with the flow of her surroundings while creating an expectation, and that was enough to allow her to answer questions from the audience, who would come forward one at a time as in the other oracular oracular seidr rituals discussed above. After these initial experiences she read more on shamanism, including Harner and Eliade, and attended courses at the Scandinavian Centre of Shamanic Studies. 

When she found out more about the Norse cosmology, and about Yggdrasil, then she started journeying, and asking the spirits to help her find the place she needed to go for that specific oracular ritual. In recent years she has started wearing a veil, and signalling when she is ready to answer questions by dropping a scarf. One of the spirits helping Fiona regularly with questions is a female that she believes to be a family ancestor. Her family has links to Highland Scottish ancestry, and she believes that some of those people were psychic seers, as in a story of a Highland Seer. The term spae-wife is still used in Scotland today.

Fiona has also practiced oracular seidr with a more recent Kith member, Amanda, Amanda attended regular events at Spirit Horse, a group that offers different  workshops, including core-shamanism techniques. In its Woman’s Lodge, Amanda experienced group guided meditations involving drumming and going to the Underworld, for example to visit the ancestresses of their line, Amanda also attended the introductory neo-shamanism course with Jonathan Horwitz in 2008, and witnessed oracular seidr for the first time at a International Asatru Summercamp in Denmark in 2009 organised by the Asatru-EU network. Amanda met Frigga Asraaf there, and in the next Summercamp in 2012 in Germany, under Frigga’s guidance, started practicing regularly oracular seidr, using a song that Frigga composed during the Summercamp:

‘Seeress seek for us 

Answers to our questions,

Walk between the worlds,

Search for advice’
This song has been used in UK oracular seidr events since then, being repeatedly chanted by the audience so the seer can journey. Amanda also uses a staff as a tool to help her feel connected between the worlds, and for the transfer of energy or consciousness from one plane to another. It is also a solid thing to hang on to when returning from trance. Høst also comments that when sitting on the seidr seat, ‘in a sea of human and spirit voices’,
 it is the staff that to her holds the direction of her journey and keeps her centred, while at the same grounding her, ‘like the Tree of Life, connecting earth and sky’.
 Once in trance, there is a place that Amanda usually goes, outside the walls of Helheim, a massive grey wall twenty or thirty stories up which curves outwards as if falling towards her. There is a huge gate, and sometimes it is open. Sometimes there is a campfire outside the walls with a group of people, those who have come to give messages to her and to the people in the audience, sometimes they hurry towards her to get their point across. Other trance places include a tree, or a riverbank with people on the shores. When the question is asked, one of those spirit people steps forwards and answers, or Amanda hears one voice louder, or the imagery shifts and she is with that person being shown things. She doesn’t go inside Helheim’s walls for oracular seidr. Blain also found that practitioners have different visions of Hel’s realm, encountering there different ‘people’: ‘sometimes they’re just like shadows, some look like living men and women, some are somewhere in between’.

Amanda and the other practitioners have different imagery for Helheim. These different experiences of this specific otherworld may be constructed by each person’s cultural and personal contexts, but there no certainties. To Frigga, ‘mythology is a human concept to work with things that we don’t understand’. Practitioners cannot explain how and why the process happens, but the feedback they get from querents is very positive, they feel they are helping others with their answers, that is what is important to them. It should also be pointed out that these differences not only are expected in neo-shamanism, but also in other Pagan practices, with Paganism a fundamentally pluralist and diverse tradition where differences of opinion and experiences are normal.

Katie Gerrard is another seidr practitioner from the UK, though she is not a member of any Heathen organisation. She heard initially about Heathenry from an Icelandic student when studying at Lampeter University, and eventually she got access to Diana Paxson’s article. She didn’t have any shamanistic training, and she hadn’t experienced trance sates before, but she knew of pathworkings from other Pagan traditions, and she started trying the Hrafnar High Seat ritual with a friend. After much trial and error, she organised an oracular seidr ritual at a Pagan event, meeting there a Swedish Witch who knew some of the Old Norse material and who gave her ideas about Helheim. She started meeting with other Pagans and developed her own High Seat ritual, which she published initially as an article, and later as part of her book on seidr.
 Katie’s version of the High Seat came into being by further research on Old Norse material and neo-shamanisms (including Blain, Wallis, and Lindquist’s research in Sweden), but some features of the ritual are markedly different from the others described above. After purification of the space, Katie starts with an invocation of the disir, ancestral women spirits, using a knife and circling the space three times, asking those spirits to stand as a barrier to anything harmful or that the practitioners may not be able to deal. Katie’s background in Wicca, where a circle is usually cast,
 was the inspiration for this practice. After invoking Odin, Freya, and the Goddess Hel, there is drumming and ecstatic dancing, to allow all participants to enter a light trance state, and to feed energy to the spirits so they can manifest. When the drumming quietens everyone sits, and there is a visualisation of Yggdrasil and a spiral staircase around it, which the spirits will use to travel to Helheim. A chant follows, and when the seer is ready, she is handed the staff and the cloak, and given a personal pathworking to Helheim, that only she listens to. This pathworking involves sinking down into the earth of a freshly ploughed field, which is not related to the Norse lore, but instead from Katie’s home county of Essex, where farmlands extend as far as the eye can see. The seer is then physically led in a spiral, as she visualises descending the spiral staircase, and is pulled forward when passing through the gates of Helheim, only sitting after this, and being ready for questions. The chant continues quietly through the whole ritual. 

Katie mentions often that this is a ritual that works for her, and it is for other people to experiment and come up with different ideas. It is clear that she devised this ritual in a very personal way, and with several elements coming from her Pagan background. The ritual is also more structured and with more précised details then the other rituals described above, being more comparable to Hrafnar’s. Katie has trained other seers to sit on the High Seat on this ritual format. As Paxson, Høst, or Frigga Asraaf, Katie seems to have created her own style of seidr, being a reference to others to develop their own practices. Geraldine, who attended a seidr weekly course with Katie during 2011, prefers to follow Katie’s ritual script in detail, and she and others have themselves organised their own oracular seidr sessions in London, which seem usually to be well attended, showing that there is an interest from both the Pagan and neo-shamanic communities in these events. 

4.4 – A background of extraordinary experiences 

Another outcome of this research has been the fact that many of the practitioner’s interviewed had extraordinary experiences, as Goulet puts it,
 since their early years, long before practicing seidr. Similarly to Fiona’s experiences in childhood, Katie felt she was talking to her grandfather the day he died, before she was given the news of his passing. Her mother felt the same at the time. Katie believes she was a seer as a child, mostly sensing things, energies, and sometimes feeling uncomfortable with it.  Amanda had similar experiences; until the age of nine she thought everybody could see auras and spirits, dead people or nature spirits. She was a guinea pig medium for her group of friends when a teenager, which led to many unpleasant moments, but gave her a level of experience that she now taps into not only for seidr but for other scrying practices as well. Frigga recognizes she has a gift that could be called second sight, and if she looks back, she had similar experiences as a child, but nobody explained to her what it was, so she put it away until she rediscovered it again with seidr. Pauline comments that if people with second sight keep hearing what everybody says, that spirits aren’t there, people start believing they are not there, and the sight starts waning. Se thinks not everyone is a natural seer, some people just seem to be born with it. Pauline considers it to be just another skill that some people have. Frigga was recently called by a friend to talk to the parents of a little boy who was perceiving ancestors, but was afraid of them. He saw them in the living room or in the school playground, but was scared of seeing them in his bedroom. The parents accepted her help, and an ancestor told Frigga that he knew one of the boy’s ancestors, and went to wake him up. It was not clear to Frigga for how long he was asleep, and he was clearly half asleep after being woken up. Frigga explained to the parents that the boy only needed to ask the ancestors not to go to his bedroom, and not to show themselves there; if the ancestors would listen they were good people. If they didn’t listen, then the parents could call her again. They didn’t call, and it is possible that with time the boy will put these experiences away, as Frigga did before practicing seidr.   

Michiel recalls experiences before starting seidr practice, when he went to meditate by a small pond. He saw a lady in torn white clothes, sitting beneath the water surface, and he found this lady to be a way to communicate with the place. He thinks she is a ‘spirit of the place’, the Genius Loci of the Romans, and that she is connected with the general area around the pond. It fits the description of a land-wight, as mentioned by Blain.
 Michiel sees this female spirit every time he goes there, and he interacts with her by ‘sending his spirit into the pond’, saying things to her, and thoughts pop into his head that seem to be her replies. He started offering stones he brings from other places into the pond, making connections from these other places to that pond. Harvey mentions how Pagans are aware of otherworld people as more real than fantasy.
 Certainly this sample of practitioners interviewed here do interact with this otherworld, and it is a matter of further research if other seidr practitioners, neo-shamans, or Pagans, were drawn to these practices by earlier experiences in their lives. Neither Blain nor Wallis seem to mention the earlier personal background of the practitioners they researched, though Jakobsen describes some of her informants having supernatural experiences, suggesting they can be reasons to search for companionship of others who respect those experiences in neo-shamanism or in Wicca.
 Hutton also discusses a personal story of someone that in her youth was contacted by spirits, considering the resemblance with the formative experiences of a Siberian shaman.
 Gredig identifies dreams as a motivation for his neo-shaman informants.
 All the experiences outlined above do seem to contribute to the development of each practitioner’s worldview. To Michiel, at first it was more about believing in things, but then he started experiencing, and he doesn’t have to believe any more, things are just that way for him now.

4.5 – Personal cosmologies and worldviews

Worldviews can change as practitioner’s experiences develop. When practicing oracular seidr, ‘Hanne’ used to see images, and she considered herself to be a good interpreter of symbols related to mythology. Rather unexpectedly, she started going past that, and arriving in her journeys at the Well of Urd, being to her the source of all seidr, and all magic. The imagery of a well does not come to her as a vision, there is no language and no symbols, she experiences it a sound, as a humming. It feels like a web, the Web of Wyrd, a web of sound and light. Curiously, it relates with the essence of the universe described by Castaneda in chapter 2.2. By tapping into the resonance of the Web, she receives knowledge, not so much images, but more of a feeling that she has seen it, coming back knowing the answer to the querent’s question. Since accessing this web all other images seen in oracular seidr don’t matter as much to her anymore. Now it is just a matter of getting to that point, to that humming, to that tune. Embedded in Heathen cosmology, the way ‘Hanne’ perceives the Web of Wyrd, and the impact that it has in her worldview, is indeed very personal. She is not the only practitioner experiencing this web. To Fiona, it is almost like threads of people’s lives and their backgrounds, threads that expand outwards. In her journeys she can hold one thread or another: 

‘I’m almost like a spider feeling the different threads that are going on in this person’s life, and their background, what is relevant and what isn’t, and I’m trying to get the relevant things for the specific question, and then answer it as I’ve been shown’.

Seidr practitioners share practices and experiences, and the many influences that lead to different oracular seidr practices, from people, books, and experiences, seem as much as a web as the concept of the Web of Wyrd itself, where each personal life, each thread of the web, touches and is touched by others. But how did these experiences influenced the practitioners, and their worldviews? To Katie, it changed her outlook on time, she doesn’t think time is linear anymore, and she doesn’t think the way humans interact with time is linear either. Michiel’s images for his answers are frozen in time, he is capturing a moment, but sometimes answers have different meanings as time goes by. Most of the practitioners interviewed agree that the future is negotiable, and that their answers, more than being deterministic, shed light and give motivation to the problems that querents are facing. 

Even if the process of how oracular seidr works is a mystery to the practitioners, they feel the interconnectedness between lives of people and the beings in the otherworlds. Lindquist had also found a prevalent concept of interconnectedness perceived in the Swedish neo-shamans’ worldview, with everything being part of a single web, a web constantly being woven, thus not deterministic, with the threads of the web allowing possibility for adjustments.
To Michiel, seidr practices made him feel the connection with the worlds around him all the time. For Pauline, seidr allowed her to experience a more magical world, having access to a different part of the world that not everyone can see or be a part of. She sees the world more complete, more whole, after her years of practice. To Amanda, with her visionary experiences since childhood, seidr made her understanding of the Underworld more solid, with the Heathen cosmology giving labels to that. To Katie, seidr and other Pagan practices kept her sane, giving her the opportunity to go off the rails when she was younger, psychologically loosing herself in an altered mental state. Compartmentalising her life between the everyday reality and seeing strange things, talking to dead people, looking at the moon, or sinking into the earth, stopped her ‘going crazy’, kept her calm, allowing her to have a normal life, with children, and to function as a normal human being. She has different theories of how these experiences happen, but says pragmatically: ‘You don’t know exactly. But you either can drive yourself mad about it, or you can accept it, and say, that was useful’. All practitioners interviewed do compartmentalise their extraordinary experiences, only discussing them with people that they trust, or their spiritual groups or communities. 

It has been shown that there is a variety of relationships between oracular seidr practices, practitioner’s experiences and backgrounds, and their personal cosmologies. As a final example from the Dutch practitioners, who share the same seidr practices, Frigga and Pauline believe in reincarnation, while Michiel doesn’t. To Frigga, dead people can go to Helheim, but there might be other places where souls can go also. Frigga recalls her atheist father’s death by euthanasia. Her mother, who had passed away before, showed up at the time of death to pick up her father. Frigga asked Pauline to keep an eye as she was too involved, and Frigga knew her father was going to sleep as soon as he died, but to her it was important that her father would notice her mother, even if just for a split second. Pauline noticed that he saw his wife, and there were these couple of seconds when he realised what was happening. There was this expression on his face, which Pauline knew from knowing Frigga, having not met Frigga’s father, an expression of annoyance, like saying ‘What is this? I thought there was nothing’! Then he realised his wife was there, and he went to sleep. Before seidr, Pauline already believed in reincarnation, and this was further confirmed to her by spirits she has contact with. On the other hand, Michiel doesn’t believe there is an afterlife as such. He believes that part of us lives on in the memories that other people have of us, but he doesn’t think there is more than that, and it doesn’t interest him, the here and now are much more important to him. His experiences count more for him then having fixed ideas. Frigga may interpret things more literally than him, but their backgrounds are very different, as he thinks more in psychological terms, and his educational background in architecture helps him see how people experience the world from a different perspective. His cosmology started with Frigga, then developed through his experiences, and he comments: ‘I really have my own cosmology and my way of seeing things now’.

Blain showed a variety of seidr practices at a time when seidr was being rediscovered, and comments that the diversity of practices is welcomed by experienced seidworkers, as mentioned by one of Hrafnar’s practitioners: ‘the more of us doing the work on different ways, the more we have to teach and benefit each other’.
 This research has found this to be the case too. This is a time when different people are developing their own seidr practices, partly influenced by what has come before, like Hrafnar in North America and the Yggdrasl Swedish network, and partly by their own experiences, and how they interact with the otherworlds. All practitioners interviewed are very clear that there is no right way of practicing oracular seidr, they indeed welcome the differences and the sharing that comes along with it. As Michiel puts it, some Heathens have partially the same approach as him, some have opposing views, ‘that only make things interesting’!

As Strmiska comments, contemporary Pagans mix and match old traditional elements with new ideas and practices from other sources.
 He divides these along a continuum, at one end Reconstructionists, who try to bring their practices and ideas in line to what is known of the pagan religion of the past using scholarly research, and the Eclectics, who bring elements from other sources to their practices even if they follow a specific tradition. Both approaches are present in contemporary seidr, with the Greenland Seeress episode in the Eirik’s the Red saga being the main source of what is known of oracular seidr, and with different practitioners bringing elements from neo-shamanism, other Pagan traditions, and their own experiences and personal backgrounds into their practices. Heathenry as a Pagan tradition tends to focus more on reconstructionism, with many, and sometimes conflicting, sources available, but there is a wide variety of group and individual practices as well. Difference is welcomed by many Pagans, with different practices and wordviews being part of the fundamentally pluralist and diverse tradition that Harvey alludes to.
 

5 – Conclusion
Oracular seidr practices have developed in the last ten years in the Netherlands, Scandinavia, and the UK, with different practitioners, with varied backgrounds and experiences, devising rituals adapted to their preferred ways of serving their communities retrieving answers from otherworldly beings. Ritual structures were inspired by the Greenland Seeress account in the saga of ‘Eirik the Red’, with additional influences including Diana Paxson’s ‘High Seat’ ritual, Michael Harner and Jonathan Horwitz’s core-shamanisms, or Annette Høst’s ‘new seidr’. The main ritual features practitioners share in common are the use of a seat in a prominent position of the ritual space, the use of chants sung by the audience to lead the seer into an altered state and into an otherworld, and the formulation of questions by members of the audience which are answered by the seer. A veil and a staff for the seer are optional tools, and so is the choice of pathworkings, and journeys, the practitioners engage in to access an otherworld place where answers to questions are received.  

Jenny Blain’s Nine Worlds of Seid–Magic studied the emergence of oracular seidr in Pagan Heathen and neo-shamanic communities in the UK, North America, and Scandinavia. The present study expands the understanding of how seidr practices have developed in Europe, with practitioners influencing others, while being influenced by their experiences and beings they encounter in diverse otherworlds, from the world of the dead of Old Norse cosmology, Helheim, to other worlds constructed by practitioners in association with spirits. Taking the accounts of seidr practitioners as extraordinary experiences real to them, instead of dismissing them as irrational or implausible, led to the observation of how these experiences have changed their worldviews, contributing to the understanding of the phenomenon involved in the creation of contemporary cosmological models and ideas.

Heathen and neo-shamanic practices have been further blended together in recent years. Each practitioner’s personal context, including their educational background, influences by other practitioners, and other extraordinary experiences
 previous to their seidr practice, shaped the development of their own personal cosmologies. This happens alongside the practitioner’s cultural contexts of modern Western world society and shared framework ‘macro-cosmology’ of Northern European Paganism. The interaction of people, ideas, and experiences, leading into different practices and personal cosmologies, can be likened to a web where multiple threads touch and inter-connect with each other.

Oracular seidr practitioners cannot explain exactly how or why their answers to the questions make sense to querents and advise them.  Neither can they explain the diversity of experiences, beings or otherworld imagery. Some practitioners explore different theories, others just accept these experiences without rationalising them, but they all share in common the belief they are helping their communities, in a similar way the Greenland Seeress was said to be helping people managing their future actions and decisions one thousand years ago. With this role of seer comes a responsibility that their answers may impact on people’s lives, but the feedback from querents has been very reassuring. It also helps that the answers are not usually deterministic, instead they are aiding the querent in understanding the problem and giving suggestions or different perspectives on how to approach it. There are also benefits for the practitioners themselves, be it an expanded worldview that they are happy with, or learning techniques and contexts that help managing their visionary extraordinary experiences that don’t fit the paradigms of their modern societies. Further research may unveil if other seidr practitioners, neo-shamans, or Pagans, were drawn to these and other practices in search for answers for their extraordinary experiences. 
Further research is also needed in order to understand how other oracular seidr practitioners are developing their practices and cosmologies, the present study only approached a small sample of a larger number of current seidr practitioners throughout Europe. As these practices develop, integrated into their wider Pagan and neo-shamanic communities and influencing them, there is the opportunity to witness first-hand at the contemporary formation of cosmological ideas, allowing for further understanding of the broad polytheistic New Religious Movement that is contemporary Paganism. 

Both Paganisms and neo-shamanisms emphasise and celebrate pluralism and diversity while seeking meaningful answers to the questions posed by human existence. In oracular seidr, the significance of individual experience seems to outweigh that of the collective, though there is a complex intertwining between groups and individuals. Seidr practitioners, while retrieving answers for specific questions for their communities, are also seeking their own answers of how their universe, or cosmos, can be mapped and understood. The diversity of cosmological maps and ideas is matched by a diversity of practices and experiences, all of them being influenced by what has come before, be it an episode of a saga in medieval Greenland, or other contemporary practitioners who have paved the way for the current ones. How these practices and cosmologies will further develop, is a question that other seers may answer, if the questions are asked.  
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7 – Appendix

7.1 – Interview questions

The semi-structured interviews were divided in three parts, as follows:

1) Experiences to achieve the trance state and ‘place’ where answers to the audience question are shown (trance techniques, ‘journey through the worlds’, specific paths, and details of that journey, visions, altered states of consciousness)
When did you start practicing seidr? Did you have other ‘shamanistic’ experiences before?

How did you learn? Did it include core-shamanism courses? What books did influence you?

What tools have you used to access the trance state you require for oracular seidr? (singing, drums, other, none?) (meditation, visualisation / pathworkings, other, none)

Do you have a specific awareness of when you are ready for questions? How?

Can you describe the inner experience of getting ready for questions?

Do you have a specific ‘place’ where you retrieve answers, or does that ‘place’ change? Can you describe it/them? Can you describe the visualisation path, if there is one, you take to get there?

How do you describe hearing the questions while being in this ‘other world’?

2) Experiences in the ‘place(s)’ (visions, beings, interactions, how answers are received)
Can you describe some of the visions experienced when receiving answers?

Did you interact with some ‘otherworldly beings’? Were there recurrent encounters with the same ‘beings’?

How do you describe communicating the answers while being in this ‘otherworld’?

How clear are the recollections of what was experienced?

3) Perspectives and changes of worldview and personal cosmologies influenced by seidr practice

Did you attend seidr events before you start practicing? Did you practiced other oracular practices, or had other people doing it for you? What was your opinion about them, before and after those events?

When you started practicing seidr, did it change the way you see the world? How?

Did doing it in front of an audience changed your perspectives?

How is your worldview similar or different to other oracular seidr practitioners you know?  Would you say you have a personal cosmology? And what about comparisons with other Heathens who are not seidr practitioners?

How do you consider the impact these experiences may have in the audience?

How do you deal with these experiences while living your day to day life in a wider society that may not share your worldview? 
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